Universal precautions in Central Asia: the need for multiple strategies in this window of opportunity.
Adoption of universal precautions remains a global concern. In low- and middle-income countries, the problem is exacerbated by a shortage of protective supplies, lack of training among clinicians, and an expanding human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) epidemic. To describe the perceptions of medical students about the risk of HIV and use of universal precautions, and to identify recent exposures to blood or bodily fluids. A cross-sectional study was conducted among Kazakh medical students taking a newly-implemented infection control course in 2013. Participants completed a survey to investigate the use of precautions and exposures to blood or bodily fluids. Attitudes towards HIV were explored. Bivariate analyses identified factors related to attitudes about universal precautions, and self-reported behaviours and exposures. Half (49.6%) of the 785 participants expressed 'a lot of concern' about contracting HIV while caring for patients, and 40.5% of students thought that physicians sometimes refuse to treat HIV-positive patients due to a fear of contracting HIV. Regarding precautions, only half (51.5%) of the students reported that they always use gloves, and even fewer reported that they always use masks or eye protection. Exposure to contaminated blood or bodily fluids was reported by 10.1% of respondents. The findings underscore the urgent need for interventions to improve universal precautions and reduce the fear of infectious diseases. Perhaps even more concerning, these data may underestimate the true magnitude of the problem given cultural impediments to transparency.